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Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye, bringing her into public notice, is 
still the best seller in the 21st century. Since its publication, critics have examined the 
novel from various perspectives. This M.A. thesis aims to explore The Bluest Eye 
from the perspective of bildungsroman. In her delineation of black people’s 
development, Morrison employs and transgresses the bildungsroman tradition. In the 
analyses, the thesis places emphasis on how Morrison transgresses the 
bildungsroman tradition in The Bluest Eye, and how she demonstrates and deprecates 
racism and the values of dominant culture which cause the interruption of black 
people’s development through her transgression.  
Besides the Introduction and the Conclusion, this thesis is comprised of three 
chapters. The Introduction explains why Morrison’s novels focus on black people by 
tracing her experiences in her childhood, education, and professional life, and how 
these experiences influence her writing of The Bluest Eye. Chapter One studies the 
bildungsroman tradition by furnishing a detailed introduction to the origin, the 
succession, and the evolvement of bildungsroman. Based on several conventions in 
the traditional bildungsroman introduced in the first chapter, Chapter Two analyzes 
how Morrison employs the traditional literary genre in the novel to depict black 
girls’ development and proves that this novel matches the general definition of the 
traditional bildungsroman in a broad sense. Initiation ritual is a core concept in the 
traditional bildungsroman. Using this concept, the thesis examines the central events 
in the youthful development of the African American women in order to further 
deepen the understanding of the novel as a bildungsroman.  
Morrison’s transgression of the bildungsroman tradition is analyzed in Chapter 
Three, the most important section in this thesis. This chapter presents the 
relationship among the dominant culture, race, and genre, more specifically, the 
genre of bildungsroman. The tradition of bildungsroman mirrors the values of the 















the development of the adults instead of the oft-cited Pecola’s and Claudia’s. 
Victimized by racism and internalizing the values of the dominant culture, those 
characters fail to actualize self-fulfillment and are immersed into a sense of 
self-hatred. What’s worse, they pass the sense of self-hatred on to the younger 
generation. In her description of Pecola’s and Claudia’s development, Morrison 
probes into the responsibilities of family and community. The thesis comes to the 
conclusion that through her transgression of the bildungsroman tradition, Morrison 
reveals the truth to readers that it is hard for black people, as the outsiders of the 
dominant culture and the victims of racism in the white America, to arrive at the 
self-fulfillment described in the traditional bildungsroman.  
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Toni Morrison as the first African American woman to win the Nobel Prize for 
Literature (1993), her talent has been recognized by readers all over the world. Her 
novels are highly praised for their epic themes, vivid dialogue, and richly detailed 
black characters. Besides the Nobel Prize for Literature, she also won many other 
honors, such as a National Book Critics’ Circle Award and the Pulitzer Prize. Since 
her first novel, The Bluest Eye, Morrison has written steadily. Until now she has 
already published nine novels: The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1974), Song of Solomon 
(1977), Tar Baby (1981), Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1999), Love (2003), 
and A Mercy (2008). Once published, her novels often draw critics’ attention in 
different countries. When awarding Morrison as the winner of the Nobel Prize for 
Literature, the Nobel Committee set a high value on her novels by saying that they 
are “characterized by visionary force and poetic import, give life to an essential 
aspect of American reality” (qtd. in Morrison, 1994: 6). It is believe that the essential 
aspect mentioned in the comment mainly refers to the life of African American 
people.  
In a conversation with Gail Caldwell, Morrison claimed herself to be a “black 
woman novelist” (1994: 243). In one of her lectures in Princeton, in answering the 
question of a student about “who she wrote for,” Morrison replied without hesitation 
that: “I want to write for people like me, which is to say black people, curious people, 
demanding people—people who can’t be faked, people who don’t need to be 
patronized, people who have very, very high criteria” (qtd. in Morrison & Mckay, 
1983: 416). For this reason, Morrison goes naturally to depict the life of black people 
in her writing. All her novels are connected with Afro-American people in 
Afro-American communities. Therefore, her novels are closely related to 
“blackness” inevitably. 
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background, her education, and her work experience. Born Chloe Anthony Wofford 
in 1931 in Lorain, Ohio, Morrison is the second of four children in a black 
working-class family. Her parents were immigrants from the South during the Great 
Migration. The small black Lorain community where Morrison was born and raised 
strengthened her foundation and the sense of self. Just as Justine Tally states that 
people in the community, who firmly believed that black people, who were morally 
superior to the whites, loved and nurtured Morrison (1999: 9). Morrison regards the 
community as a life-giving and sustaining compound, a village in the traditional 
African sense. She once illustrated the influence of the community on her writing: “I 
am from the Midwest so I have a special affection for it. My beginnings are always 
there. ... No matter what I write, I begin there. ... It's the matrix for me. ... Ohio also 
offers an escape from stereotyped black settings. It is neither plantation nor ghetto” 
(qtd. in Tate, 1983: 158). It is this community that provides the foundation and the 
background for Morrison’s stories.  
 More important than the education from the community is the lessons Morrison 
learned in her childhood home. Her grandfather’s violin and her mother’s piano sang 
everything from gospel to opera. This family was also a talented family of 
storytellers. In a conversation with Mckay, Morrison said: “[t]here was a 
comradeship between men and women in the marriages of my grandparents, and of 
my mother and my father. The business of story-telling was a shared activity 
between them, and people of both genders participated in it” (Morrison & Mckay, 
1983: 415). Morrison’s father was the best one among them. His scariest and 
hair-raising ghost stories terrified and delighted the children in the family. 
Kubitschek contends that in this way the family typifies the centrality of storytelling 
to American literature (1998: 3). Besides the music and ghost stories, Morrison has 
learned black lore since her childhood. Her grandmother, who used a dream book 
religiously in playing the numbers, had a significant impact on Morrison’s 
understanding about the black lore. Storytelling, black music, black lore, and all the 
myths of black culture are the most prominent elements in Toni Morrison’s early life 
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